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chapter | 


Author's Notes: 

Hi everyone! | happened to have this idea the other day so here's my very first attempt at writing something 
spooky, un-betaed so | apologize in advance for any mistakes. Pairings might be added later, | haven't really 
made up my mind yet about that so I'll see where this story takes me.. Hope you enjoy, feel free to share 
your thoughts on this work! 


Sla 


The nagging, uneasy feeling simply wouldn't go away. No matter how many times he stopped in his tracks, 
crouching in the shadows trying to get his breathing back under control, his uneasiness only grew worse. He 
couldn't even explain it; an experienced, talented thief since a very young age, it wasn't his first attempt at 
burglary by far. He mastered the art to the point of having, on more than one occasion, robbed houses while 
their occupants were home, either blissfully asleep or busy upstairs, completely oblivious to the thiefs 


presence. 


This, however, was different. The old manor had been abandoned for years, and it stood so isolated from the 
rest of the town that the chances of him being spotted were close to none. Really, it was a mere child's play. 
He had it all planned for days now, and so far he had had no difficulties crossing the old wooden fence, slipping 
under the cover of the pine trees with ease. The mansion loomed above him, gloomy and dark in the middle of 
the yard overgrown with waist high grass and messy bushes. No matter how hard he tried to brush the 
feeling aside, the place gave him the creeps, which was completely ridiculous since it hadn't been occupied for 
so long. 


He had laughed in his friend's faces when they had first dared him to enter the old manor and bring back 
anything valuable. What were they expecting him to find in there apart from dust and bones? Shrugging his 
worries aside, the curly haired man silently crept up to the broken window on the side of the building, daring a 
quick look inside only to be met by total darkness. Really, why had he even accepted the dare to begin with? 
This was ridiculous, he was only wasting his time. If the inside of the house matched the decrepit outside, he 


could be pretty sure to come back empty handed. 


But he had come this far, it would be stupid to just turn around and leave now, no doubts his friends would 
laugh at him and call him a coward. Yet that weird impression of being watched refused to go away, but he 
chose to ignore it and blame it on the overall creepy feeling this place gave off. The only living being who could 
possibly be watching him had to be some stray cat, or rats who had taken over the abandoned house. 


Swift and silent as a mouse, he hopped through the broken window, careful to not cut himself on the sharp 
remains of glass. He stood there for a few seconds, waiting for his eyes to adapt to the darkness when he was 
suddenly grabbed from behind, his breath catching at the feel of a sharp, cold razor blade pressed against his 
throat. Whoever held him in a strong grip must have had some sort of extra sensibility, for he could have 
sworn he hadn't made a single noise, nor had he made a single step out of the cover of the shadows; there 


was just no way his attacker could have seen him coming. 


"What do you want, thief? What were you hoping to find here?" a deep voice growled menacingly. "One wrong 
move and | slit your throat, understood?" 


The curly haired man nodded quickly, not daring to breathe. Shit, what had he gotten himself into? It wasn't 
impossible that the abandoned house had been taken over by some drug dealer who hid there, away from the 


rest of the town, why hadn't he even considered that possibility? 


Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the blade was removed from his throat and he was released from the 
iron grip. There was a sound of shuffling followed by the faint click of a switch, then the room was flooded 
with light. 


Blinking rapidly, the thief took in his surroundings, surprised to find himself in a big room that probably used 
to be someone's living room, smelling strongly of dust and cigarette smoke. In front of him stood a man who 
couldn't have been much older than him, dressed in denim shorts and an unbuttoned plaid shirt open on his 
pale hairless chest. He stood barefoot in the middle of broken furniture, the razor blade gripped tightly in his 
hand, green eyes shining dangerously in the artificial light. His hair was surprisingly long, silky red hair 
cascading down to the middle of his back. He definitely didn't look at all like some junkie hiding from the police, 
and bore a shocking contrast to the dullness of the trashed room. 


"How did you find my house? Who are you?" he asked in a quiet, yet definitively menacing voice. The thief 
frowned at the strangeness of the first question, but choose to ignore it. Who in hell did that freckled bastard 


think he was? 


‘I'm Slash" the curly haired man replied curtly, defiantly holding the other man's gaze. As if he was going to 


tell him his real name! 


"Slash, huh? Is that what it says on your ID?" the redhead answered with a sneer. "Look at you. What a poor 
excuse of a thief you are. You don't even look like one" he added, wrinkling his nose disdainfully as he looked the 
other man up and down. Slash's face burned with shame and anger; if it wasn't for the razor blade still 


clutched tightly in that asshole's hand he'd have punched him square in the face. 


"That's rich, coming from someone who lives in a crumbling ruin of a mansion’ he shot back angrily, watching 
with satisfaction how the other man's eyes narrowed. They stared at each other for what felt like long, 
endless minutes, the redhead carefully eyeing the thief as if trying to decide what to do with him. Slash 
stuffed his hands in his pockets, trying to appear more confident than he really was, wondering what his 


chances were if he just turned around and ran for the window. 


"Don't even think about running away" the redhead said with a sinister grin. "You came in here, and now you'll 


be staying. | could use a pair of extra hands to help me take care of my property.’ 


Slash gaped at him, wondering if he had heard right. 


"Yes, | think this will be quite... interesting" the other man continued, his head slightly tilted to the side, his 
expression now openly amused. "You wil be fed, you'll have your own room, and if I'm satisfied with your work 


you'll even be paid" 


Slash let out a derisive snort at these words. 


"Who do you think | am, your servant? Go fuck yourself, asshole. | have no idea what's going on in that twisted 
mind of yours, but you're completely insane if you think for one second that | might even consider staying in 


this shithole with you." 


"Would you rather that | call the police, then?" the other man said in a falsely sweet tone, his eyes shining 


dangerously. 


"Go on, call them" Slash retorted, raising his chin defiantly. "All they'll do is toss us both out, because | don't 
believe for an instant that this place really belongs to you." 


"Oh, but it does, | assure you" the redhead replied with a derisive chuckle. "The papers are upstairs in my 
room, officially stating that | legally inherited this mansion after my parents' unfortunate deaths. Anyway, this 
shithole as you so poetically put it, is now your new home. Feel free to dislike it as much as you want, | don't 


care" he concluded with a shrug, looking almost bored. 


Slash gaped at him in disbelief. He had to be dreaming, there was no way this was real. He couldn't be stuck in 
a decrepit mansion with this creepy lunatic, it had to be a nightmare. Digging his fingernails into his palms, he 
was forced to admit that he wasn't asleep, the sharp pain bringing him back to the scary reality. 


Just when he had decided to take his chance and run for freedom, the door suddenly opened to reveal a thin, 
pale man with a tousled black mop of hair. He lazily let his gaze travel from the redhead to the thief, not 
looking the slightest bit confused by the stranger's presence. 


"Is it him?" he asked in a surprisingly soft, quiet voice. 


"I think so" the redhead answered with a shrug, almost looking like the question didn’t interest him in the least. 
"I hope that you have what | want, Izzy?" 


"I do" the raven haired man said with a malevolent grin, and only now did Slash notice the hunting knife he was 
casually playing with. "It was a bit more work than | expected, but you know how convincing | can be. It's in the 
laboratory, all ready for you." His grin turning into a vicious sneer, he offered the knife to the redhead, who 


took it eagerly, green eyes shiny with anticipation. 


"Let's get to work right away, then" he said in his deep voice, making for the door before abruptly stopping in 


his tracks, as if remembering suddenly some unimportant detail. 


"You wait here. My gardener will show you around" he said quickly, turning his head barely long enough to 
shoot Slash a hasty glare, and then he was out of the room, Izzy on his heels. 


The curly haired man let out a huge sigh of relief. Finally, he was alone again and able to escape. Just who 
were these people exactly? Wait, actually he'd rather not know anything about them; the whole place was 
giving him the creeps enough already. Also, a gardener, really? Who was he, a blind, paralyzed ninety year old 
who could no longer get out of bed at all? That was the only explanation for the sorry state of the overgrown 
garden, Slash thought with a shrug, deciding that he didn't really care after all, it was time to make his way 
out, run as far away as possible and never look back, he thought resolutely as he carefully pushed open the 


broken window. 


"Hi there!" a cheerful voice suddenly chirped right next to him. The thief jumped almost a foot in the air in 
pure shock, barely avoiding accidentally knocking down the young, shorter man who had somehow materialized 


out of thin air by his side. 


lm Steven, but you can also call me Stevie" the newcomer went on, completely oblivious to Slash's utter 


bewilderment, extending his hand with a bright, sincere smile. 


The curly haired man considered him for a moment, all big blue eyes and fluffy blonde hair framing a boyish 
face. He almost looked like an angel of some sort, except angels didn't just pop out of nowhere like that. Come 


to think of it, neither did normal human beings. 


‘I'm Slash" the curly haired man replied warily, tentatively accepting the handshake. The hand was warm and 
the grip firm, absolutely nothing non-human there, he was forced to admit, yet somehow that realization didn't 
exactly make him feel better. "Are you the gardener?" 


‘Not really" Steven answered with an amused chuckle. "Although | did mow the lawn once or twice over the 
years. | guess Axl just likes to come up with all these pompous titles; I'm his gardener, Duff is his cook, and 
Izzy his steward, even though Izzy rarely even does anything to help around the house. Most of the time it's 
just me and Duff doing all the cleaning and everything else, and it's kind of boring, but now not anymore since 


you've arrived! By the way, how did you manage to find the house?" 


Slash's head was swimming from the onslaught of so many words at once; he was trying hard to process 
everything he had just heard when the last words struck him. There it was, the same weird question the 


freckled fury had asked him the moment he had caught him breaking into the manor. 


"| don't know what you mean by that, everyone has at least heard of this crumbling old abandoned mansion 
Well, obviously it's not that abandoned anymore" he replied carefully, unsure of which words the other man 


was expecting to hear. 


"Oh no, we've been here for years" Stevie said, his eyes widening in confusion, "at least some of us, but we 
rarely go out into Town, only every now and then to buy groceries and other stuff we need, and it's always me 
or Duff. He's asleep right now, by the way, but don't worry, you'll get to meet him in the morning” he blabbed 


on excitedly, staring up at the curly haired man with round blue eyes from under his blonde bangs. 


At least someone here has some common sense, sleeping blissfully a three in the fucking morning, Slash 


thought irritably. However, he had absolutely no intent to still be there when that person would awake. 


"Look, | don't know what the fuck is going on in there, and | don't want to know, but I'm out of here" the thief 
whispered quietly, his gaze carefully observing the door as well as what he could see from the dark garden 
through the window. 


"What do you mean?" Steven asked, his eyebrows shooting up under his hair in sheer confusion. "Axl said 
you're to stay, so you're staying, of course!" he expressed indignantly, looking shocked that anyone would dare 
to decline the gracious offer to remain in this old house as a.. what was he supposed to be, anyway? Prisoner, 


servant, hostage? Whichever one it turned out to be, he really wasn't looking forward to find out. 


"Anyway, life here's not too bad, you'll see" the blonde continued, his contagious smile back on his ever happy 
face. "| get away with doing nothing most of the time, and so does Duff. Axl will yell every once in a while, but 
as soon as we pretend to start cleaning shit he disappears again. Although | think we'd better clean up in here 
a bit later on, Axl's been thrashing the place again apparently" he added, gesturing sadly to the mess of broken 


furniture and random objects lying all around the room. Slash's eyes widened in shock at the revelation. 


"Are you saying it's Freckles himself who did all this? But why? | thought it was messy because the place's 


been abandoned for so long" he exclaimed, careful not to raise his voice too much. 


"Don't call him that, he won't like it" Stevie said with a bemused chuckle. "Its Axl. And yes, sometimes he gets 
into these rages and destroys stuff, leaving me and Duff to deal with all the mess. Last summer he trashed 

the whole upper floor, it was a real pain in the ass, let me tell you, took us weeks to sort it all out. But don't 
worry, it's all been repaired pretty neatly." 


Sure, as if that piece of information would help him feel better, Slash thought, fighting back to urge to roll his 


eyes. 


"So, what do Freckles and that Izzy guy do all day, if it's just you and your buddy doing all the stuff in here?" 
he asked in sheer curiosity while wondering why he was suddenly insisting on making small talk with that fluffy 
bouncing dude instead of running the hell out of here. 


"They're up in the laboratory most of the time" Steven answered happily. "I don't really know what they're 
doing in there though; | think Axl studies alchemy or something like that, and Izzy helps him out with his 
experiments somehow" he concluded with a shrug, as if the subject wasn't that important to him. "Hey, what 


about | show you to your room so you can get some sleep?" 


Sure, as if sleep was the first thing on his mind right now, Slash thought with a bitter sigh. But the best thing 
to do at the moment was probably to comply, and so he did, slowly following Steven up a dusty staircase into 

a surprisingly well-lit corridor. Unlike what little he had seen downstairs the walls weren't cracked, nor was the 
wallpaper half hanging from them. The shorter blonde led him down an endless corridor, passing about a dozen 


doors before stopping in front of a shiny oaken one, then seemed to change his mind, and resumed his walk, 


shaking his head and talking to himself under his breath. 


They went up another series of stairs, passed more doors, then went down again until Slash's head began to 
swim; just how big could this stupid mansion actually be? The thief almost sighed with relief when Stevie 
finally stopped in front of what seemed to be the right door this time, and gestured for him to step inside. 


Taking a step back he blinked like an owl in bright daylight at the sight in front of him, everything, from the 
thick carpets to the heavy velvet curtains, including the sheets on the large bed, were green. A bright, blinding 
grass green shape that made his eyes sting. At least it looked clean enough, he noticed with a sigh. He turned 


around to thank his guide and shut the door only to find out that he was on his own, Stevie had somehow 


disappeared, probably off to his own bedroom, wherever that was, to sleep a couple hours before sunrise, 


Slash thought with a shrug. 


A quick inspection revealed an adjacent door to a nicely sized bathroom, and he had to cringe at the sight of 
the sight of the shower curtain. Green as well. The very same annoying pastel green shade that adorned the 
bedroom. To his dismay, the window was either jammed shut or locked in some kind of way, but no matter how 
hard he tried it wouldn't open. The door however had stayed ajar, and after a moment of hesitation, he decided 
to close it, there was no lock or key, and the relative privacy he found himself into did nothing to appease the 


unease this place was creating in his mind, but it was better than nothing. 


Let them think that he was stupidly giving in to these weird people's way, he thought with a smirk. When 


daylight would come, he decided as he carefully laid down on the oversized bed, he'd find a way to leave. 


Chapter 2 


Author's Notes: 
| had this chapter almost ready last sunday, and then my computer crashed. | could only get it repaired today, 
so with some unexpected delay, here's the following chapter, hope you enjoy! Thanks to everyone who read this 


and/or commented, | hope | won't disappoint you! 


Slash woke up with a jolt, as if someone had shaken him awake. He was alone in the bedroom, and the door was 
still closed. He didn't remember falling asleep, deciding it was safer to stay awake in case his host changed his 
mind and called the police. Yet he must have dozed off somewhere just before dawn, he remembered distinctly 
watching a crimson sun rising over the hills. It was now way up in the sky, indicating that it was somewhere 


near midday. 


With a groan he stood up, throwing back the offensive green sheets before taking a quick trip to the 
bathroom. Carefully he opened the door, quickly scanning the empty corridor, then made his way down the 
stairs, following the sweet smell of freshly cooked food to the kitchen 


The large room was surprisingly tidy and clean, big windows procuring a nice lightning. The walls were tiled and 
lined with a dozen of shelves all stocked with cans and jars of food. Steven was sitting at the counter next to a 


plate filled with a mountain of pancakes, grinning and waving as soon as he spotted the curly haired man. 


"Just in time for breakfast" he exclaimed happily between two mouthfuls, gesturing towards an empty stool 
next to him. 


Just as he was sitting down next to Steven a tall, wiry blonde man turned around, adding more pancakes to the 


pile while shooting Slash a friendly grin 


"So, you're our new guest? I'm Duff, or The Cook as Axl likes to call me" he said with a light chuckle. "Help 
yourself to the food, there's more coming" he added, pushing the large plate towards Slash, who thanked him 
with a friendly smile, taking an immediate liking to the gentle giant. 


"Is it common for that guy to invite into his house people who tried to rob him?" the curly haired man asked 


carefu lly. 


"Is that what you came here for, to rob us?" Duff answered with a bemused grin. "You would have been quite 


a bit disappointed, we don't own much. Axl's the only one who owns a few things of value, but I'd rather jump 


right off the top of the roof than even think about robbing him." 


"That | agree" Slash said with a nod while he helped himself to his second pancake. "What's the deal with him 


anyway?" 


"He can be a bit difficult sometimes" Duff answered chuckling lightly. "But most of the time he's a decent 
person, you'll find that out by yourself over time. Until then, | suggest you stay away from him and avoid 
antagonizing him" he continued, his hazel eyes shining warmly as he filled another plate with bacon, toast and 


boiled eggs. 


"That's funny, the way everyone here talks about me staying as if there wasn't the slightest probability of me 
wanting to leave" Slash said slightly resentfully. 


Duff sat down on a stool facing him, staring intently at him, obviously deep in thought. 


"| used to feel like that too" he then said softly, "wanting to leave the moment | set a foot in the place. But in 
the end you'll find yourself staying just like | did. Do you want to know why?" 


He bent forward a little, grinning maliciously as if he was about to reveal some big, important secret. 


"Surely you've noticed that this place is full of mysteries; wanting to find out more is what will eventually 


make you want to stay." 


"And did you unravel any great mystery over your stay?" Slash asked boldly, filling his plate with bacon and 
toast. 


"| certainly did unravel some of my own mysteries" Duff answered cryptically. Slash frowned at his words, but 
chose not to insist. "So, you know what this means, Stevie? It's time to start putting some order in this place, 


make it all nice and shiny again" he said with a wink to the smaller blonde. 
"But its gonna be so much work" Steven whined with a childish pout. 


"Aw, come on, it won't be that bad. Besides, we have a third pair of helping hands now" Duff said sweetly, 
playfully ruffling Stevie's fluffy hair. 


He had barely finished his sentence when they heard footsteps echoing down the creaky staircase, and soon 
enough Axl appeared, dressed like the night before except for a blue bandana holding back his long red hair. 


Izzy was on his heels, face closed off, a scowl on his thin lips. 

"Alright, everyone, here's the deal’ Axl said in a commanding tone, stopping right in front of the kitchen 
counter, arms crossed on his chest. "I need the house all to myself for a couple of hours. Izzy, you know what 
you have to do" he added, nodding towards the raven haired man. 


"It might take me a couple of days, but it will be done" Izzy answered grimly. 


"Duff, you will go shopping with Stevie. Take him with you" the redhead went on, lifting his chin towards Slash. 


"Buy him some clothes, shoes, whatever he might need. | trust you to know how much you can spend" he said, 


tossing a brown leather wallet at Duff, who caught it easily, his eyes alight with joy. 


"Can | buy some seedlings? I'd love to have my own veggie patch, and we'd get fresh vegetables on the menu!" 


he exclaimed excitedly. 


"Just buy whatever you need" Axl answered with a sigh, clearly bored with the conversation. "And take your 
time, | don't expect any of you to be back before evening. Oh, and Duff? Bring me some food upstairs before 


you leave." 


The last sentence was clearly directed at the cook, yet the redhead's eyes locked with Slash's, staring intently, 


unblinking, as if daring him to try and leave while he was out shopping under the other two's supervision 


eR 


The shopping trip turned out not to be quite as dull and boring as Slash had expected it to be; first they 
visited the grocery store, watching with amusement as Steven tossed random items into the cart, his shit- 
eating grin plastered on his face all the time, while Duff shook his head, grinning. 


Then Duff took them to a rice clothing shop, more than happy to give advice as the curly haired man got to 
choose new outfits, mainly a few pairs of jeans and a couple of t-shirts. The smaller man left them to it, 


disappearing to take care of his own business somewhere else. 


The tall blonde turned out to have quite an eye for fashion, and he and Slash ended up spending close to two 
hours in the shop, exchanging comments about various clothing items while lazily strolling around the place like 
old friends, yet all the time the dark haired man couldn't help but feel like Duff was discreetly watching him, 


always making sure to keep him in sight. 

They were both loaded down with bags full of newly acquired clothes when they finally headed out, finding 
Steven waiting for them in front of the entrance to the store, clutching a paper bag to his chest while happily 
sucking on a bright yellow lollipop. 

| went to the candy store while you guys were busy in there" he exclaimed with his infectious smile. 


"Yeah, | noticed that" Duff answered with a chuckle. "Did you raid the whole shop again?" 


It was quite packed in there" Stevie replied excitedly, deliberately ignoring the last question. "I had to stand 
queue for a while, and then when it was finally my turn they were out of my favorite cotton candy sweets" 


he added, shaking his head sadly. 


"That sucks" Duff said sympathetically. "Did you buy any of those cherry flavored candy canes? They taste 


amazing too." 


"Yeah, | did, and some strawberry flavored ones too. Oh, and lemon lollipops as well" the smaller man added the 


last part almost as an afterthought, waving the yellow sweet under Duff's nose with a proud grin. 


"You just wait until Axl finds out how much of his money you're spending on sweets" the tall blonde said with 


a mischievous glint in his warm hazel eyes. "I bet he'll have a heart attack on the spot." 


"We both know you wouldn't rat me out" Steven replied, playfully sticking out his tongue at Duff. "Because if 


you do Axl will confiscate all of my sweets, and that means that | won't get to share any with you." 


Duff let out a hearty laugh at his words, ruffling Stevie's hair again, much like he had done earlier in the 


morning at breakfast. 


Slash watched them interact with deep interest, smiling at their bickering. These two certainly had some strong 


chemistry going on, he noticed with a fond smile. 


eR 


Duff stopped the other two right away as they went through the mansion's gates, back from what had turned 
out to be a great day, frowning at the big building's closed wooden shutters. 


| don't think Axl's done yet" the tall man said slowly, obviously deep in thought, eyes still scanning the whole 
façade of the old house. "I think itd be better if we'd stay out a bit longer, maybe start on our vegetable 
patch right away?" 


Stevie grated him with a scowl at the thought of more work, huffing in annoyance. Duff met his eyes with a 
questioning gaze, which the shorter man held for a while before responding with a quick shrug. 


"I think the woodpeckers are back" the bouncy fluffy young man said suddenly, his eyes dreamy. "I'd better put 
something for them in the feeding house, right Duffy?" 


"Sure, off you go then, but make sure you're back soon to help us out here" Duff replied with a wink at his 
friend, who strolled away happily, humming a song under his breath. 


"Well, it looks like it's just you and me right now" the tall blonde said to the curly haired man with a grin. "Fell 
like digging out our future veggie patches?" 


Slash almost rolled his eyes, for he most definitely didn't feel like working in the garden in the blazing heat, but 
instead he nodded, grabbed a shovel and gritted his teeth, slowly but surely starting digging out the earth. 


eR 


"So, where are you from?" Slash asked suddenly with a wide friendly smile. 


"Seattle" Duff replied, obviously taken aback by the question, but seemingly unbothered by it. 


"Really? And how did you end up here?" the curly haired man went on, genuinely surprised. Sure, Duff had that 
punk attitude about him, along with the way he dressed, like right now black torn jeans coupled with a sex 
pistols t-shirt, complete with a padlock around his neck, yet his accent was perfectly Californian, giving 
absolutely nothing away of his origins. 


"Long story" Duff replied with a chuckle. "I don't want to bother you with that today." 


His face was still open and friendly, but there was also a clear warring in his hazel eyes; ‘that's private’, they 


seemed to say, ‘and | don't know you well enough yet to share that with you yet" 


"Sorry, | didn't mean to intrude" Slash said quickly, unwilling to upset the taller man who so far looked to be 
the closest he'd maybe be able to call a friend someday. "It's just that | know absolutely nothing about this 
place, or any of you for that matter, and it's a bit frustrating, honestly" he added almost as an afterthought, 
purposely leaving out the fact that so far no one had asked him a single question about himself. 


"I can tell you a bit if you want" Duff answered immediately, eyes alight with excitement. "| mean, it's only fair 
that someone introduces you to the household you've just arrived in, and if you wait for Axl to do that, well... 


we'll all have grey hair before that happens" he said with a sly grin. 


Slash briefly nodded at him, and they both went back to their tasks, troweling, planting and watering until the 
curly haired man thought the gentle giant had forgotten all about his promise. 


"They moved in years ago, more than a decade ago | think" Duff said suddenly, his face dreamy, like he was 
witnessing the memories come back to life like a spectator watching a brightly colored, yet emotional movie. 
"Old Bailey and his wife. Lord Bailey, he liked to call himself, pretending to be nobility or something but he was 
only a drunk who liked to gamble what little money he had and some random Bible paragraphs at us" the tall 


blonde continued, chuckling to himself. 


"What do you mean, ‘us?"" Slash asked suddenly, taken aback by the words, but Duff held up a hand for him to 


wait until he went on with his tale. 


"They were both deeply religious, but had no children Mrs Bailey, bless her kind soul, insisted that her husband 
buy this huge manor so that it could be filled with children's running footsteps and laughter. | have no idea 
where they came from though, but he granted her her wish, and they moved in here." 


Duff took a short pause, wiping back sweat from his forehead, sitting back in the grass as he set his trowel 


aside. 


"Mrs Bailey, being a good Christian, soon began taking in what they called then ‘problem children’, as in orphans, 


early troublemakers, mentally unstable kids, physically abused ones, or those whose parents were divorced who 


wanted nothing more than a new family, and so on. She had a kind heart, Mrs Bailey" Duff sighed, a sad smile 


gracing his lips. 


"And you were one of these kids?" Slash asked carefully, sitting down in the grass opposite from the other 


man, trying his best to commit every single word to his memory. 


"Yeah, | was" Duff answered proudly. "But I'm not going to elaborate on my childhood there" he added with a 
meaningful glance. "Anyway, Old Bailey, who like | said liked to pretend he was royalty wanted to have a child 
who would inherit his property, and carry on his name" the blonde said rolling his eyes, indicating how 
ridiculous he thought that pretense had been, to which the darker skinned man responded with an amused 


grin. 


"There were four of us" Duff went on, staring intently at his interlocutor, who was taking in every word he 


spoke. "So he had to choose, and eventually he picked Axl. Adopted him, and everything." 
Slash fought back a shocked gasp; now that was something he definitely hadn't seen coming. 
"Axl is Bailey's adopted son? Isn't his name Axl Rose?" 


He barely refrained from biting back his tongue at his own words. Fuck, this Duff guy was way too good at 
making him feel trusty and talkative; he really had to watch his words from now on Sure enough, Duff was 


now watching him warily, his body now more rigid with obvious tension 
"How would you know that?" the blonde asked suspiciously, eyeing the other man carefully. 


"No one knows anything about the current owner of this mansion, so rumors run wild, of course" Slash replied 
quickly, the lie flowing naturally from his lips. "| have no clue whether it's true or not though. Some people 
even think that this place has been abandoned for years " he added with a shrug of faked innocence. 


"Oh well" Duff said with a shrug of his own. "After all, its no secret. Axl was adopted, which meant hours of 
private lessons with Mr. Bailey. What he exactly taught him, | have no idea. But Axl hated it. That's when he 
started having these wild ideas, running away all the time and claiming back his birth name, which as you know 


is Rose. Of course, that didn't sit well with his adopted father." 
Duff grimaced at these words, shaking his head as if trying to shake off painful memories. 


"He used to beat him for that" the tall man said in a pained whisper. "I didn't witness it f course, but | heard 
the cries. Anyway" he said, sitting up straight again as if to brush it all off, "as soon as his parents died in 
that tragic accident, he suddenly changed. Axl became more closed off, behaved a little bit like his father did, 
ordering people around, and all of a sudden didn't want to leave the house anymore. He pretty much distanced 
himself from us from then on, except maybe Izzy, but then that wouldn't exactly come as a surprise, since 


lzzy has always been the only one Axl ever confided to." 


It was on the tip of Slash's tongue to ask about the circumstances of the Baileys’ sudden accident, but he 
chose to bide his time. Duff seemed eager enough to talk, but he still had to earn his trust if he wanted to 


learn more. 
"So, you all grew up together, like brothers?" he asked instead. 


"Not really" Duff answered with a shrug. "Axl and Izzy were always pretty much inseparable. | got along with 
them well enough, but | mostly hung out with Stevie. Axl could get pretty mean sometimes, and he took it out 
on Stevie because he was the smallest of us. He used to get bullied at school, too, so | kind of started to stay 
close to him, so | could be there to stand up to whoever wanted to mess with him. | guess | kept that habit on 
until now" he said with a sigh, running a hand through his messy blonde hair. 


Slash nodded, not really surprised. As laid back and easy going as Duff could be, he totally seemed like the type 
of guy to stand up for his friends, and it was obvious that he cared a lot about the smaller blonde. 


"Tell me more about Axl" he asked urgently, unable to repress his curiosity about the reclusive redhead. "Do 


you know anything about his past?" 


"He's from Indiana, | think. Izzy too; in fact they were friends before they even arrived here. | don't know 

anything about their lives before though, Axl never talked about his birth parents. So, basically all | could tell 
you about him is the years he spent here with us. His childhood was more troubled than ours, obviously. Old 
Stephen Bailey was always more demanding of him, and reprimanded him more harshly than he ever did with 


us. 


"Like beating him up" Slash said darkly, feeling a deep disgust for a man who would think nothing of physically 
abusing a child he had chosen to be his son. 


"That he did" Duff replied with a pained sigh. "He was a mean drunk, and me and Izzy got occasionally whacked 
over the head when we misbehaved, and Stevie.. That old cunt slapped him once, but Stevie wailed so loudly 
that he decided that it wasn't worth the trouble" the tall blonde said with a chuckle, eyes twinkling at the 
memory. "But Axl.. yeah. He was always harsher with him" he concluded with a sigh. "Anyway, these salads 
aren't going to plant themselves. How about we get back to work?" Duff suddenly said, slowly rising to his feet. 


"Sure" Slash replied with a smile, standing up too, taking that to be his clue that this conversation was over 


for now. 
"Stevie? Are you here?" the taller man called softly, looking around for the smaller blonde. 
‘lm here, Duffy. You know l'm always here" a quiet, uncharacteristically slightly sad voice answered right 


behind Slash, who jumped up with a surprised yelp; he could have sworn he and Duff were alone only seconds 


ago. How in the hell did he manage to do that? 


"Can you please go to the shed with Slash and bring back one of the big bags of soil? Put it in the 


wheelbarrow, it'd be easier than carrying it all the way here. Oh, and bring me a rake too, if you don't mind” 


"Sure thing, Duffy. We'll be right back" Stevie answered happily, taking Slash's arm in a friendly gesture to lead 
him to the wooden shed in the back of the garden 


"How do you do that, appearing suddenly like that? | mean, I'm pretty sure you weren't there before Duff 
called you" Slash asked, hoping not to sound too rude. 


"What do you mean? l'm always here" Steven replied, blinking in confusion. "I'm good at being sneaky, | guess" he 


added with a shrug. 


"So, you've been living here for a long time?" the curly haired man asked nonchalantly as he helped the 


surprisingly strong blonde lift the heavy bag of soil into the wheelbarrow. 


‘Oh yes, | came here when | was a kid" Steven answered eagerly. "I lived in Cleveland before that, but my 
parents kicked me out because | was too much trouble, kept being thrown out of school and getting into fights. 
They heard about that Mr. Bailey who was willing to take in problem children and offer them a second chance, 


so they sent me here." 


"Were the others already there when you arrived?" Slash asked carefully, but the smaller blonde didn't seem 
to mind the questions, he noted with a small grin of satisfaction. 


"Only Axl, but Izzy came barely a week after my arrival. Duff came in later, during our first summer here" 


Stevie said cheerfully while grabbing a rake hanging from the wooden walls. 


"So, it was only the four of you, no other kids?" the curly haired man pressed on, deciding to test his luck with 
the talkative blonde man. 


"Just us four, yes" Steven said, nodding eagerly. 
‘I've heard rumors, about a young boy dying here, more than a decade ago. Do you know anything about that?" 


"A death? No, I've never heard of that!" Steven answered in a shrill voice, looking utterly shocked. "Unless it 
happened before | came to live here, but even then | think I'd remember hearing someone talk about it at 
some point, something this bad wouldn't have stayed a secret, so no, | don't think it's true. Probably just a 


rumor, like you said" he concluded with a shrug. 


Slash nodded, deep in thought, deciding it was better to let the subject drop for now. There were only so many 
rumors he could pretend to have heard before raising suspicion, and he had aleady gathered quite a bit of 


information in a short period of time. 


Duff was waiting for them with his arms crossed over his chest, observing attentively the slow walk of the 


wheelbarrow pushed by Slash and dragged by Steven. 


"Axl came by minutes ago" the gentle giant said with a warm smile. "He's done with whatever he had been 
doing today and we may now enter the house again" he added with an excessively mocking bow towards the 


mansion, earning a giggle from Steven and a barely suppressed grin from Slash. 


"By the way, he's expecting you in his office right now" Duff said with a sorry grimace to the curly haired 


man. "Don't ask me why, | have no idea." 


eR 


‘Don't ask me where’ would have be most like it' Slash thought with a sigh as he wandered through the endless 
corridors of the seemingly endless mansion, wondering for the hundredth time why he hadn't bothered to ask 
for directions right away. That place was like a goddamn labyrinth, he thought with a sigh, stopping at yet 


another crossroad again. 


He was about to turn left, less on bare instinct than in the absolute need to make a choice if only to lose his 
way again, when he heard it. First, it felt like a very faint voice coming from a distant memory, or another 


world long forgotten. Raspy, deep, yet so full of emotion he couldn't help but stand there, listening intently. 


And suddenly that voice shifted to a very high shrill, raising the hairs on Slash's arms. Was this the same 
voice he had heard a moment before? It was unlikely, as it was so different, yet so close, he thought 
unwillingly closing his eyes, listening in earnest to that unearthly voice like it was the last thing binding him to 
this world. Not unlike a siren's of the old tales, he told himself with a small grin, giving in to the helplessly 
pleasant, yet unfamiliar sensation. 


EK 


Right, he must have turned right, he thought dreamily, trying his best to shake off that confused state of 
mind as he suddenly stood in a narrow room filled with nothing but a couple of armchairs, a small table, a desk 


and a wooden chair. 


"Sit down’ Axl said, his back still turned to him, busy pouring some clear liquid into a tall glass. A tall crystal 
glass, Slash noticed with an appreciative glance; all these years of thieving had at least brought him some 


cultural references. 


The redhead slowly, almost predatorily made his way over to the over man, depositing in front of him the 


precious glass with a friendly smile. 


| wanted to see how our new guest was blending in, and | must say | am impressed. Here, | prepared one of 
my most famous cocktails especially for you" Axl said with a cheeky grin. Slash eyed the clear drink briefly, 


before his gaze was drawn back to the coffee table, where sat a small wicker basket full of three clear glass 


jars, all three filled with variously colored contents. Axl , Slash noticed, had put in front of himself a simple 
white cup of what appeared to be black coffee. 


"You must excuse me if | don't join you, | had a bit of a rough night and will stick to simple coffee" the 
redhead said with a gracious smile, sitting down in a comfortable looking armchair as Slash took place in the 
opposite green couch. Lime green, just like his cursed bedspreads, he thought, fighting back a glare of pure 
disgust. 


"Thanks, but | think I'll stick to coffee just like you" the curly haired man replied with a faked courteous smile. 


Axl lazily smiled back, slowly but surely following the other man's gaze towards his precious glass containers. 


He sat up in a swift, cat-like move, grabbing one of the jars full of a suspiciously white, salt-like powder. 


‘lm not going to poison you" he said with a bemused grin, standing up quickly to refill a second cup of coffee, 
bringing it back to the small table before opening the container with a flourish, making an exaggerating gesture 


as he dropped a fingertip of its whitepowder in one of the cups, to the other man's horror. 


The redhead sheepishly pushed the untouched cup towards his host, winking at him mischievously as he 
dragged the seemingly drugged cup towards himself, instantly taking a big gulp from it, setting it back on the 
coffee table with a contented sigh. 


Slash observed him warily, then bravely took his own, un-powdered cup and took a very small sip of it, never 


breaking the redhead's gaze. 
"So you're still here. | thought you wanted to leave so badly?" his host said softly. 


| changed my mind" Slash answered with a shrug. "You said me staying here would be interesting. In which 


way?" 


"You'll have to wait and see" Axl answered cryptically. "I take it you've been asking all kind of questions to your 
new friends? | don't blame you" the redhead added quickly before the other man could deny it. "These two 
sure are eager enough to talk. | have to give you a fair warning though" he said softly, leaning forward a litle, 


his thin lips stretched in a lazy smile. "Don't ask any questions you're not ready to hear the answer to." 


